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of all social reforms. However unpopular it might be, no Liberal
Government could have shirked it without heavily losing caste with
the more serious of its supporters. Asquith himself held strongly
that the Unionist Act of 1904, which converted a public-house licence
from an annual permit to sell drink revocable at the discretion of the
magistrate (as the Courts had decided it to be) into a freehold of the
owner, was contrary to public policy. His Bill endeavoured to strike
a mean between these two things by setting up a time-limit of fourteen
years, during which the total number of licences was to be reduced
by one-third, but compensation paid by a levy on the trade, as under
the existing Act. At the end of the fourteen years local option was
to be instituted either for prohibition or for reduction in a given
area, and during the fourteen years local option might be invoked
to prevent the granting of new licences, which were in no case to
bring the numbers beyond the .scale scheduled for the parish or area.
Though its machinery looked complicated, the proposal was quite
simple in its aims. Reduction was to be drastic all along the line
and no longer left to the discretion of magistrates. Local option, the
long-desired goal of the Temperance party, was to come into existence,
but not till after a period of delay, during which the old system
would be in liquidation. Asquith explained it all in a speech which
made it appear a perfect model of moderation and compromise. It
was indeed too moderate for the zealots of Temperance Reform, who
for forty years had been demanding " total and immediate Prohibi-
tion/' and they pulled wry faces at the prospect of having to wait
fourteen years, during' which a Unionist Government might return
to power and repeal the new legislation. But this was as nothing
to the storm which broke out on the other side. The Bill was
denounced as" spoliation," " blackmail," " hypocrisy," " brigandage."
The proposal to curtail facilities for drinking kindled a white heat of
moral indignation. It was said that the sanctity of all property would
be threatened if the publican's expectation that his licence would be
renewed were trifled with by the Legislature. Brewery debenture
holders held a meeting in the Cannon Street Hotel to protest against
the attack on " the savings of the people," which they assumed to
be invested in brewery shares. More effective still was the appeal
to the multitude against the curtailment of their privileges by a